Abstract-The purpose of this study is to determine students' perception of the advantages, effects on language skills, suggestions for improvement, and limitations regarding the use of a VLE (Blackboard) and their differences according to gender, year, number of Blackboard courses taken, and computer literacy. The respondents of this study were 686 randomly selected university students enrolled in English classes at the University of Suwon in South Korea. An adapted survey questionnaire consisting of 33 items was administered to the students. The Mean was used to determine the students' perceptions in the four areas followed by t-test and ANOVA to determine the differences in the students' perceptions. The results showed that the students had a somewhat disagree rating in the areas of Advantages, Language, and Limitations and somewhat agree rating in the area of Suggestions. Significant differences were found in the students' perceptions in the four areas when grouped according to gender and computer literacy; a significant difference was found in the area of Limitations when grouped according to year; and no significant differences were found according to number of Blackboard courses taken.
VLE-use for ESL classes includes improving student academic outcomes and standardizing a department-wide curriculum which would reduce teachers' preparation workloads and hopefully improve time efficiency and increase productivity within the IC department.
Some English-language elective classes in the IC and Korean-language courses in other departments also use Blackboard in different ways: traditionally taught classes where the VLE is used mainly to share resources and contact students; hybrid classes where students use the VLE for online lectures and other study resources before class while also attending some face-to-face classes; and online-only classes, where students use the VLE for online lectures and other study resources and communicate with the teacher and other students in online discussions. While an increase in the number of hybrid and online classes is planned, the effectiveness of the VLE should first be measured.
Across higher education, evaluation of the impact of institutions' VLEs on learners has become an established practice (UCISA, 2012, p. 11). As the use of VLEs has grown rapidly, an understanding of how such technologies are being used and their impact on users is vital (Heirdsfield, et al., 2011, p. 1) . Evaluation is important as it 'provides feedback for course developers on teaching and learning and is an important part of quality assurance' (Dyson & Campello, 2003, p. 11) . Quality is a significant predictor of VLE usefulness and perceived satisfaction (Liaw, 2008) and if this cannot be assured, 'then online learning may be of little value' (Weaver, et al., 2008, p. 36) . As such, this paper is a pilot in what will become a longitudinal study to justify the implementation of the e-learning platform, to assure quality, to gauge how to maximize its potential by evaluating its effectiveness in improving outcomes, by identifying barriers to usage, by measuring user satisfaction and by appraising its effects on learning and teaching methods. A critical factor in improving e-learning usage and effectiveness is to understand learners' attitudes towards it (Liaw, 2008, p. 865) . Therefore, the main focus of this study will be on ascertaining student perceptions of its effectiveness. In so doing, this research will add to the literature on e-learning in higher education, particularly in Korean universities as work in this area was previously comparatively small (Lee, et al., 2009 (Lee, et al., , p. 1327 . Further interesting areas for research which were beyond the scope of this paper will be identified for future studies.
The research questions to be answered in this paper are as follows: 1. What is the students' overall perception of the advantages, effects on language skills, suggestions for improvement, and limitations regarding the use of Blackboard?
2. What are the students' perceptions of the advantages, effects on language skills, suggestions for improvement, and limitations regarding the use of Blackboard according to gender, year, number of Blackboard courses taken, and computer literacy?
3. Are there significant differences in the students' perception of the advantages, effects on language skills, suggestions for improvement, and limitations regarding the use of Blackboard when they were grouped according to gender, year, number of Blackboard courses taken, and computer literacy?
II. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. Reasons for VLE Usage
The quality of the VLE has received considerable attention in determining E-learning effectiveness. Factors regarding the VLE platform and its relation to E-learning effectiveness include VLE platform reliability, the value of VLE contents, VLE user-friendliness, and whether there is sufficient media (Wang, 2003) .
In a longitudinal multi-institutional study surveying students' usage of a VLE, (Cosgrave, et al., 2011 ) (Risquez, et al., 2013) , the main reason for usage was found to be sharing of course materials, such as lecture notes, with other uses, such as online discussions, quizzes and submitting assignments lagging far behind (Cosgrave, et al., 2011, p. 5) . This study found that in general, students consider using a VLE to add value, with their satisfaction 'intrinsically linked with the educational design behind the use of the tools' (Risquez, et al., 2013, pp. 104-105) . Although students viewed the VLE as 'an important aid to their learning and lectures not as a replacement', usage and satisfaction depended on the lecturers' ability or willingness to use it (Cosgrave, et al., 2011, p. 12) . Lack of use of the VLE by the lecturer, rather than technical problems, was seen to be the most common barrier to student usage. Lecturers tend to use the VLE to solve specific problems, rather than to do new things (Risquez, et al., 2013, p. 103 ). Weaver, et al. (2008) noted a generally positive and satisfied VLE experience, with students believing that VLE effectiveness depended on how the teachers used it.
The importance of course content in determining high e-learning use and satisfaction was reported by Naveh at al. (2010) . When used as a content repository, the VLE was still found to add value as a reliable, definitive curated repository of course material, providing students with a clear framework for the course' (Risquez, et al., 2013, p. 105) . Poorly maintained courses and poor use of technology were concerns of students, highlighting the need for quality assurance in lending value to e-learning. However, it has been found that rather than being used simply as a content repository, VLEs could enhance learning skills when used as a 'communication, collaboration and knowledge-focused medium' (Lyndon & Hale, 2014, p. 63) .
While providing valuable insights, the survey in the longitudinal study mentioned above was conducted online and received low response rates. Students with high digital literacy were more likely to respond (Risquez, et al., 2013 , p. 102), thereby limiting its effectiveness for measuring the effect of student computer literacy on VLE usage. Additionally, as it was carried out across entire student populations where VLE usage varies from class to class, it provides no 848 JOURNAL OF LANGUAGE TEACHING AND RESEARCH evaluation of student perceptions on specific VLE learning outcomes. O'Sullivan found that just over half of the students surveyed were satisfied with the VLE with factors such as age, gender and level of computer literacy influencing usage and satisfaction (O'Sullivan, 2014), highlighting the importance of such variables.
B. Student Perceptions and Influencing Variables
A study of students at a university in Taiwan with two months' e-learning experience (Liaw, 2008) drew no results in terms of the measured variables of gender, field of study, internet experience and e-learning experience, but reported high correlations between system and multimedia quality, interactive learning activities and learners' self-efficacy and positive attitudes towards e-learning.
In a study of students' perceptions towards the use of Blackboard as a distance-learning tool, Al-mashaqbeh (2006) finds no significant correlation between students' gender, year of study and the kind of course being studied and their usage of the VLE. Her results showed students to be positive about the VLE as a delivery tool. Similarly, Fageeh (2011) also notes a lack of significant correlation between respondents' year of study and level of IT literacy in which learners' acceptance of e-learning was surveyed.
Keller & Cernerud (2002) studied the perceptions of university students in Sweden with experience of at least two elearning courses and considered the variables gender, age, IT literacy, attitudes toward technology and learning styles. They found that students did not generally regard access to e-learning as a benefit and that the individual variables were less important than how the university implemented e-learning. Of the variables, there was no relationship of age or learning style to the students' perceptions, however women were more positive than men and students with lower IT literacy were more positive than those identifying themselves as early adopters. It may be worth nothing that since this study was done, technology has become a lot more common and widespread and as such, attitudes towards it may have changed.
Most learners in a survey of university students in the USA (Song, et al., 2004) perceived that the success of elearning depends on learner motivation, course design, time management and level of ease with internet technology.
Challenges to e-learning's success were perceived to be technical problems, time constraints, a lack of community, and difficulties understanding online course objectives.
C. E-learning in South Korea
South Korea is one of the vanguard countries providing online education (ICEF Monitor, 2012) with almost 88 per cent of higher education institutes running an e-learning platform (Hwang, et al., 2010, p. 51) . The results of a national poll found that for Korean students, e-learning is beneficial in terms of cost, time, system stability, and the diversity and quality of content as well as its effects on learning itself (Hwang, et al., 2010, p. 22) . In a study investigating student satisfaction with blended learning at a university in South Korea, overall satisfaction was found to be high, with students shown to be very concerned with access to information, immediate feedback on assessments and ability to communicate with classmates and teachers and expressed varied preferences for traditional and blended learning depending on the type of class (Klemsen & Seong, 2013, pp. 84-85) .
The Korean Association of the University e-Learning Center (KAELC) conducted a survey assessing students' elearning satisfaction levels. Students' satisfaction rate was above average but not high. Overall results showed that students were more satisfied with E-learning design and operation and that female students were generally more satisfied than male students (Han, et al., 2013) . Another study conducted by Woosong University in South Korea looked at student perceptions of learning English online. Half of the students responded that they preferred the online class over the offline class and learned better due to the greater flexibility offered regarding place and being able to learn at an individual pace (Lee, C.H. and Pyo, K.H., 2003).
Many Korean Universities have been given incentives and support by the Korean government to involve teachers in e-learning. One government-initiated program, 'E-Learning Content Development Program', provides financial and technical support to encourage content development. One study revealed that added financial and technical support resulted in higher training effectiveness and that this support came from superiors and the organization (Tracey at al., 2001). These types of support can equip teachers with the knowledge and expertise to overcome lack of use, which, as mentioned above, was seen to be the most common barrier to student usage.
III. METHODOLOGY
A. Respondents
The survey population consisted of 2,489 students taking ESL classes, the vast majority of whom are freshmen. The valid sample size of 686 is 27.5% of the population which ensures a margin of error of 0.0325 using Slovin's formula; a confidence level of almost 97%.
As shown in Table I , the respondents of this study were the 686 randomly selected college students from The University of Suwon who were enrolled for the Spring Semester of the Academic Year 2016-2017. They were classified according to gender, year, number of Blackboard courses taken, and computer literacy. There were 304 (44.3%) male and 382 (55.79%) female; 584 (85.1%) were freshmen, 54 (7.9%) were sophomores, 29 B. Instrument Due to the low average level of responses to online surveys of 30 per cent (Dommeyer, et al., 2004) , an anonymous paper questionnaire was used as the research instrument. This questionnaire was adapted from a study conducted by Al Zumor et al (2013) of ESL students at a university in Saudi Arabia and was divided into three parts. The first part contained 33 questions. These questions measured students' perceptions in four areas: advantages of using the VLE (10 items); effects of VLE usage on language skills (eight items); suggestions for improvement (six items); and limitations (nine items). Respondents were asked to rate each item on a Likert scale of six answers where 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = somewhat disagree, 4 = somewhat agree, 5 = agree, and 6 = strongly agree.
The second part asked questions about respondents' sex, year of study, number of courses taken using Blackboard, and computer literacy.
C. Data Collection and Analysis
The questionnaire was translated from English into Korean and 774 surveys were given to all ESL teachers to randomly distribute to students in their ESL classes between weeks 10 and 12 of semester one in 2016 when the freshman students had over two months' experience using the VLE. 712 surveys were returned, a completion rate of almost 92 per cent, of which 26 were invalid. The total of 686 valid surveys makes a completion rate of 96.3%. Answers from the valid surveys were encoded, tabulated and interpreted using SPSS. For the interpretation of results in the areas of advantages of the VLE, effects on language skills, limitations of the VLE and suggestions for improving the VLE, the following scale and description were used: 2003) wherein half of the participants expressed favor for online classes because of its flexibility of place and they were able to work on their own pace. In this same study, students who favored offline classes found online classes to have not much interaction with the instructors.
In Language Skills, the top two items with highest ratings were question 13 (M=3. This result is supported by the study of Lee and Pyo (2003) where Korean students enrolled in English classes found online classes to be helpful in developing their listening skills because they could repeat the listening lessons whenever needed and when they were interested.
In the area of Suggestions, the top two items with the highest ratings were question 21 (M=4.58), "All technical problems should be solved as early as possible." and question 20 (M=4.23), "The number of places to access computers should be increased." On the other hand, the two items with lowest ratings were question 19 (M=2.56), "I would like to see an increase in the number of Blackboard courses." and question 24 (M=2.82), "Those that prove themselves as distinguished users of Blackboard should be rewarded." This means that while technical difficulties, including accessibility of computers, was the students' foremost problem in using Blackboard, they did not want to have more Blackboard courses offered or rewards given to distinguished Blackboard users.
In the area of Limitations, the top two items with the highest ratings were question 31 (M=3.97), "Using the interaction tools on Blackboard is less effective than face-to-face interaction in the classroom." and question 30 (M=3.95), "Blackboard facilitates cheating and plagiarism." On the other hand, the two items with lowest ratings were question 32 (M=1.99), "I do not have a computer and therefore I find it difficult to use Blackboard." and question 25 (M=2.56), "I feel isolated from other students when I use Blackboard." This means that the students found Blackboard to be a hindrance to classroom interaction between and among teachers and students and it allows students to cheat and plagiarize. In addition, having no computer and experiencing feelings of isolation when using Blackboard were the least important limitations for students.
The study of Lee and Pyo (2003) supported the above result where several students had a preference for offline classes in terms of interactions and classroom activities. Teachers who were involved in the study revealed a constant problem in online classes where students just copied assignments from their classmates or just cut and pasted other's work. When grouped according to gender, both male and female gave a mean rating of somewhat disagree in the areas of Advantages, Language and Limitations. Within these individual areas, male students' rating was higher than that of female students in the areas of Advantages (M=3.41 versus M=3.00) and Language Skills (M=3.43 versus M=3.11) but female students' rating (M=3.31) was higher than that of male students (M=3.11) in the area of Limitations. In the area of Suggestions, the two groups' ratings differed, as male students somewhat agreed (M=3.80) while female students somewhat disagreed (M=3.48). This means that male students perceived that Blackboard had more advantages and was helpful in improving their language skills. On the other hand, female students perceived the use of Blackboard as having more limitations. In a study examining female student perceptions regarding e-Learning, Kibello, Y. and Bao, M. (2014) noted key concerns raised over the issues of lack of face-to-face interaction and lack of motivation in the online environment. Important issues and recommendations are raised for consideration when promoting e-learning programs.
A study conducted by the Korean Association of the University e-Learning Center (KAELC) corroborated this result in that female students were generally more satisfied than male students (Han, et al., 2013) . The results of an independent-samples t-test show that when the students were grouped according to gender, there were significant differences in each of the four areas. This suggests that male and female respondents had different opinions on the advantages of using the VLE, effects on language skills of using the VLE, suggestions for improving the use of the VLE, and on the limitations of using the VLE. The results in Table V show that, according to year, students in all level gave a somewhat agree rating in the areas of Advantages and Language Skills. In the area of Suggestions, three levels gave a somewhat agree rating except for sophomores who gave a somewhat disagree rating. In the area of Limitations, sophomores and seniors gave a somewhat agree rating while freshmen and juniors gave a somewhat disagree rating. This tells us that students find blackboard learning less effective than traditional, face-to-face learning, however, granted the provision of proper training, technical assistance and availability of on-campus computers, they are interested in seeing an increase in the number of blackboard courses offered.
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The most notable mention is regarding the area of Language Skills. Freshmen students scored the highest while seniors scored the lowest. This could be attributed to differences in second-language proficiency and/or level of exposure to VLE-type classes. Also, freshman may have a more optimistic view and comfort level with using computers in an online learning environment than seniors. The results of a study conducted in the Netherlands concluded that younger students were more optimistic about using information communication technologies in their lessons than older students (Kubiatko & Haláková, 2009 ). However, in a study of Korean university students done by Lee and Pyo (2003) , it was concluded that freshmen students enrolled in English classes found online learning to be burdensome compared with the students in a higher level.
It is also worth mentioning that in the Limitations area, seniors scored the highest. This could also be because the older senior students may be less comfortable and technologically adept to VLE learning than the younger students, who had probably begun developing greater digital literacy at a younger age. Several studies point to year and age of study as an indicator of success in computer-based learning, showing that younger individuals and students are simply more familiar with computer-based technologies (Zickuhr & Madden, 2012) ; (Greenhow, et al., 2009 ). When students were grouped according to year, the ANOVA results showed a significant difference in the area of Limitations, however no significant differences were found in the areas of Advantages, Language, or Suggestions. This means that there were differences in how freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors perceived the limitations of using blackboard, but no differences in how they perceived the advantages, language, and suggestions of using blackboard. Furthermore, these results showed that the students' year affected their perception of the limitations of using blackboard but did not affect their perception of the advantages, language, and suggestions of using blackboard. Low significance values may be attributed to the fact that a clear majority of these students have had limited exposure to and experience 852 JOURNAL OF LANGUAGE TEACHING AND RESEARCH with VLE learning and are not fully receptive to learning English on Blackboard. The results in Table VII show that the students in all four categories gave a somewhat disagree rating in the areas of advantages, language skills, and limitations. This means that the students perceived the use of Blackboard as not so advantageous and helpful in improving their language skills and has few limitations. On the other hand, in the area of suggestions, the students in all four areas gave a somewhat agree rating which means that they perceived a need for the Blackboard use to be improved. A somewhat related study conducted at Tamk University of Applied Sciences in Finland revealed that 'prior E-learning experience significantly correlates with perceived E-learning effectiveness, E-learning productivity and amount of learning' (Haverila, 2011) . When students were grouped according to the number of Blackboard courses taken, the ANOVA results show that there was no statistically significant differences for the areas of advantages of using the VLE, effects on language skills, suggestions for improving the VLE, or limitations of using the VLE. This may suggest that regardless of their experience of using Blackboard, they perceived the advantages, effects on language skills, and limitations of Blackboard to be the same. It may also suggest that they also provide similar suggestions and recommendations for improving the use of Blackboard. The result shows that when the students were grouped according to computer literacy, all respondents in four categories namely: not good, good, very good, and excellent gave a somewhat disagree rating in the area of advantages; the respondents gave the same rating in the area of language skills except those who belong to the excellent category who gave a somewhat agree rating; in the area of suggestions the respondents gave a somewhat agree rating except for those who belong to the not good category who gave a somewhat disagree rating; and in the area of limitations the respondents gave a somewhat disagree rating except for those who belong to the not good category who gave a somewhat agree rating.
This means that when it comes to computer literacy, students who rated themselves as not good, somewhat disagreed that Blackboard use is advantageous in learning, is helpful in improving their language skills, and should be improved, however, they somewhat agreed that Blackboard use has a lot of limitations. The students who rated themselves as good and very good, somewhat disagreed that Blackboard use is advantageous in learning, is helpful in improving their language skills, and has a lot of limitations, however, they somewhat agreed that Blackboard should be improved. The students who rated themselves as excellent, somewhat disagreed that Blackboard use is advantageous in learning and has a lot of limitations and somewhat agreed that Blackboard use is helpful in improving their language skills and should be improved. When students were grouped according to computer literacy, the ANOVA result showed significant differences existed in all four areas. This means that the students' computer literacy level affects their perception on the advantages of using the VLE, effects on language skills of using the VLE, their suggestions for improving the use of the VLE, and the limitations of using the VLE.
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This would corroborate Northrup's study (2001) which suggested that learner engagement is higher with interactive communication and multimedia instruction: higher interactivity can lead to higher learner engagement and better learning outcomes but a lower level of computer literacy would also likewise adversely affect interactive communication and multimedia instruction. Students see the convenience Blackboard brings and how it makes the class more interesting and useful.
V. CONCLUSION
A. Conclusions
This study aimed to examine students' perceptions of the use of Blackboard and the following conclusions were advanced:
First, in using Blackboard, the students' perceptions of the advantages, effects on language skills, and limitations were somewhat disagree and their perception of the suggestions was somewhat agree. Specifically, Blackboard was perceived by the students to be helpful in their use of time, independent work, and in improving their reading and listening skills. On the other hand, Blackboard does not facilitate classroom interaction and it provides the possibility for students to plagiarize and cheat.
Second, when grouped according to gender, male students perceived the use of Blackboard as more advantageous and helpful while female students perceived it as having more limitations and agreed that improvements in Blackboard use should be made. Significant differences in the students' perception of Blackboard use were found in all four areas.
Third, when grouped according to year, students had varied ranks in each area and a significant difference in their perceptions was found only in the area of limitations.
Fourth, when grouped according to number of Blackboard courses taken, students who took three or more Blackboard courses perceived Blackboard to be more useful and helpful. No significant difference was found in the four areas.
Fifth, when grouped according to computer literacy, students found the use of Blackboard as not so advantageous, not so helpful in improving their language skills, needing improvement and having a few limitations. Significant differences in the students' perception of Blackboard use were found in all four areas.
B. Limitations and Suggestions
Below is the outline of some limitations of this study and suggestions for how these can be improved upon in the future.
The questionnaire only featured statements where the students have to rate their perceptions. Open-ended questions could be added to the questionnaire followed by focus group discussions with respondents in order to ascertain reasons for answers given in the questionnaire and to enhance the quantitative results by including a qualitative aspect.
This study surveyed student perceptions only and not actual learning outcomes. A better idea of VLE effectiveness could be obtained by measuring learning outcomes and comparing to those of non-Blackboard ESL classes. As all ESL classes use Blackboard, a control group would need to be set up.
It may be of value to extend this research into a longitudinal analysis and to seek collaboration with other universities, both inside and outside Korea, in order to provide and gain meaningful insights into sector-wide trends and best practices.
